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REPORTED CAUSESOFDEATHOF CAPTIVEKILLERWHALES
(Orcinus orca)®™

SAM H. RIDGWAY, Biosciences Department, Naval Ocean Systems Center, San Diego, California 92152, USA.

Abstract: Inquiries were made to all oceanaria that maintain killer whales in North
America. Causes of death determined at necropsy included mediastinal abscesses,
pyometra, pneumonia, influenza, salmonellosis, nephritis, Chediak-Higashi syn-
drome, fungus infection, ruptured aorta, cerebral hemorrhage and a perforated post-
pyloric ulcer. Captive females appear to have a higher rate of mortality than males.

Growth rates for whales that died were greater than for those that survived.

INTRODUCTION

Over 30 killer whales (Orcinus orca)
have been captured for public display in
major North American oceanaria since
1965. The oceanaria have done a public
service by making it possible for large
numbers of people, who otherwise would
never have the opportunity, to see these
magnificent animals. In addition, oppor-
tunities for research that could not
otherwise be done have been provided.

Although over 50 killer whales from
the waters of the State of Washington
and British Columbia have been taken
for oceanaria around the world,!»2 many
of the facilities receiving whales were
inadequate. Most of the exported whales
have died. This survey was limited to six
major North American oceanaria that
have adequate facilities and standards of
care. A previous survey completed In
1976 focused on the rates of mortality,?
but did not consider causes of death in
detail nor were growth rates subjected to
analysis., Very little information is
available on disease in wild killer
whales. Therefore, it seemed useful to
update the previous survey and examine
in more detall the causes of death and
growth rates in these extremely valuable
display animals.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Inquiries were made of the six major
oceanaria in North America where killer
whales are kept to determine sex, date of
capture or acquisition,? length and
weight at acquisition, date of death,
length and weight atdeath or the nearest
recorded figures to March, 1978, and
cause of death. Acquisition data was
double checked by telephone calls to Mr.
Bob Wright of Victoria, B.C., Canada, or
Mr. Don Goldsberry of Seattle,
Washington, who were involved in most
of the killer whale captures and kept
records of the capture and disposition of
each whale,

RESULTS

The results of this survey are presented
in Tables 1 and 2,

Two of the whales were taken in a sick
and apparently dying condition from
beaches in the Pacific northwest. One of
these whales was found stranded on a
beach near Seattle, Washington, in
March, 1973. It was successfully treated
for mandibular abscess (pers. comm., Dr.
T. Gornall) and was maintained by Sea
World, Inc.,, San Diego, California.
Another emaciated female that had suf-
fered a gunshot wound was recovered on

[0 This work was supported in part by Office of Naval Research Contract NR136-256.

Lz] - :
I'wo of these whales were stranded specimens.
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¥Yonoouver Island in Awgast, 977, The
animal was saceeasiully troated and has
apparently regained health (pers, comm.,
D A Hoew, Vietoria, B.C.

The wverage wearly growth mte [or
twelve af the whales that died wis 32 cm
per year, Sixteen of the living whales hnd
an aversge vearly inceease in length of
afnly 24 em. The averapge incroasge in
length was slightly grester for miles (29
emAvenrt tham for females in the study,
averaging 26 cm per vear, Living males
averarmd o 26 em oyearly incregsse i
length while living females nvermpged 18
em, In eomparison the fomeles that died
showed a yearly increase in Length of 31
e owhile the vwo dead males for which
cista are available grow wt :-.'-:\.'.l.r:;.' riabees of
43 nnd 24 em, respectively.

DISCUSSION

Of the 13 fermales that died, thpee wore
dinrnased as having dizorders of the
wragenital system (Uable 1), One whnle
that diedd after n stillhivth was apparent-
v pregnant ar capiuge. Anocther fomale
that died of pyometra and seplicensia
wits pregnant it death {pers. comme., D
[, Kenneyl

T whales wore diagnosed az having
influenza that resulted in death. Mo
viruses were isalnted . The diag nosis was
based an w histery of acute fibrinous
pneumanin foom which no pathogenic
Loereria could be isclated (pers. comn.,
(b Lo Cormell), Influessea of viral ofigin
must be rerarded ms =0l unproven in
killer whales bul those dodne necropsies
an such animmls should be pware of the
sl i lities and attempl the appropriate
rullures.

Hinee ntherosclerasis hes  been
raprrted from wild Killer whales® il is not
surprising that twe of the lagger, and
pussibly older,  fomales  disd  Trom
hemorrhages associatet with viascular
lesians, Dne of these whales died of o
coreheal |'|l!."|'|l'.lrr]|.:l.|.':l.' and anather lear a
rapiured  acrte  associated  wilth
ntherazelerotic lesions,

FFour whales hind preamonio il necrop:
gy tin addition w the influenzn cases
alredy  mentioned). One of  theae
animals died within @ manth of eaplure
pnid the pneumonin was suspocted do
have Been the pesult of transport, & two-
week-pld killer whale, the lirst aver con-
ceiviedl I captivity,  wns born ol
Marneland of the Facific in Fehruary,
1477, This whale was born afier & pro-
Lenged and apparently diffieall lalor
perincl. During 16 divvs of life the colf wis
unresponsive o its mother and seldam
nursed {poes, comim., My T, Oirend
MNocrapsy  pevealed  sub-acute  focal
pneamenis, acute adrenal hemarchage,
nowel  stasis  {pers. comm., D
Swaeney ) and cerebral edena,

A twhite™ Killer whale Kept ata Cana-
dian oreanarium was observed o have
Llae fainl phost of e useal markings or
hodv coloration which is seen in some
speties with Chedink:-Higashi syndmme,
an inherited autosansal recessive trait, A
Hlosd smear confirmed that the animal
was prsitive for the syndrome” Humans
and animals with thiz trait are highly
suzeoptible to infection’ and wzeally die
ot an early e, This whinle dicd not long
alter the diagnesiz, Althongh whits
whales |'|'|ia|,'|'|t make atfractive l:|:ib-j‘-|a'|_'.'
specumens, any such animals should
howve blomst smenrs examaned for this
dizenae before a decizsion ia made o keep
thiemn for display.

Twe  whales died of mediastin
abseesses, Inone of these n metal abject
that appenred o be a loege coliber vifle
Lullet was found at the cora ol the alsoess
dpeers, coanm., e L Cormell The whila
prabably wias shot long before capiore
Fpzed on  appesrpnoe, the ahsoess
prabably develeped sporodiestly during
the =iz weaes the animal lived in
caplivily.

A ovoung made had an anemin and
Tanges infection (Cendida albicans that
apparently resulted in ila death, while
sipnller female died feoan o perlorated
proal-pylorie uloer
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Bipp and Welman,” in a sorvey of all
killer wehales daken in the Pacilic
northwest, found that 7 whales woere
mature abeapiure they hoad apooch lower
rade of survival then immatures This
mare imited datn wonld tend 4o support
their conclusion. [ the group considenesd
here, Tive whales would hivee been qudged

mature from body lenpth dnte Poar of

theze have died, Theee is little difference
i captore lengths betwern living and
demd whales of we cnst oul these five,
rivingg o average capture lenglh af 385
em for living whales and 576 om for those
that died,

[L iz apparent from the data that the
capdive females have had o conatderably
higher rate of mortality than males. Also
it appears that females that died hod B
higler veardy growil rate than these

Acknowledgementa

aurviving, This finding deserves further
sidy. Armong the question:s that showld
b seskoed ares (13 Is il possible dhat gver
feoding produced the increased growth
rates and increased auscepribility o dis-
pinse (20 Are the whales more susceptilsle
toddisense during perieds of rapid growth
ag  they are approaching sexuwal
malurily? 3 Why are females mors
likely o die than moles?

i and Bidgway® hawve shown that
the rates of mortality for killer whales in
i MNorth Ameriean soounars wers
relntively low (700 venrly For females
and 2,1% vearly for males) from 1965
1576, Maortalities in the two vears sinee
thast siudy wis completed wauld raise e
female martality skghtly nnd decrease
the cate for males which iz extremely low,

| thixnk the following orngienizations and ind ividuals Ger thetr contribrations of data
that made this report possible: Sen World, Inc (10r, Lanny Carnell nnd 3r. Dan
Coldsberry), the Miami Seaquariom (Mr, Warren Zeillor and De Jesse White),
Martneland of Miaggra Falls (Me. Don Macguarsie), Sealand of the Pacifie (Mr. Bob
Wrightl, the Vaneonver Public Aguariom {Mr. (il Hewlett), Marineland of the Paritie
{Me. Tem Ouen and Mre, Bill Walker), and Marine-World/Africn UTSA (Mre. Michael
Dermetriosl
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